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Cover of the Quarter:  A magnificent find in the sale of the collection of the late Don Avery. 
 

A cover from Bucaramanga (November 26, 1927) to Bogtoa.  Reverse franked with not less than 
28 copes of the large yellow stamp of the 1st issue from 1927 of the Compania de Transportes 
Terrestres.  The cover will be subject to a more detailed article in the next COPAPHIL issue. 
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1924 Arms Issue of Panama 
By Kurt Streepy 

 

 
This study will examine the events leading to 
the first printing and use of the 1924 Arms 
Issue of Panama produced by the American 
Bank Note Company (ABNCo).  It follows on 
the piece by Jim Cross issued in Canal Zone 
Philatelist 149:33, 36-37 with further 
exploration of the printing competition from 
Waterlow & Sons, Ltd of London, and the 
concern of the abrogation of the Taft Treaty.  
Most of the research presented is from the 
ABNCo archives that document the 
communication between the ABNCo, 
Panama, and Juan Ehrman.  Juan Ehrman 
was the ABNCo agent in Panama.  This 
piece will look at ABNCo order F-7427, 
Panama’s original order from the ABNCo.  
 
Background 
As with other United States Possessions of 
the time, the United States had introduced 
overprints on United States stamps within 
the Canal Zone in July 1904.  With lower 
postal rates to the United States and the 
Canal Zone from Canal Zone post offices, 
residents of Panama could use the Canal 
Zone post offices to reduce the cost of 
mailings to the US and Possessions.  This 
issue, among other concerns related to 
tariffs, led to protests in Panama.  This 
eventually led to the December 1904 signing 
of the Taft Treaty.   One of the United States 
concessions in the treaty would be the 
purchase of Panama stamps at 40% of face 
value for use in the Canal Zone to 
compensate Panama for lost postal revenue 
that occurred when mail was posted in the 
Canal Zone instead of Panama.  The stamps 
were to be supplied by Panama and 
overprinted “CANAL ZONE”.   
 
By 1920 the postal rates of Panama and the 
Canal Zone had been harmonized through a 
postal treaty between the nations that 
allowed mail to be sent at the domestic rate. 
Rates under the treaty were 1-cent for post 
cards and 2-cents for letters with other rates 

mirroring the domestic rate.  This differed 
from the UPU rates of 2-cent post cards and 
5-cent letters.  At the time one American cent 
was equal to 1 Panamanian centesimo and 
one dollar was equal to 1 balboa. With the 
strengthening of Panama, changes in postal 
rates and other factors covered in the treaty, 
the United States began to question the need 
for the treaty going forward.   
 
January 30, 1923 
Juan Ehrman sent a letter to ABNCo to notify 
of an upcoming decree for a new permanent 
issue of ½, 1, 2, 5, 10, 20, 50 centesimos and 
1 balboa.  This issue would be required in 
November to resupply the Canal Zone.  
Ehrman anticipated a competing bid from 
Waterlow & Sons of London. 
 
May 18, 1923 
Ehrman provided the ABNCo with the official 
desired description of the design and 
requested shipping quantities.  Panama 
requested a model as soon as possible.  
Ehrman reported Waterlow had provided a 
model (figure 1) and Waterlow offered to print 
an inventory and ship as needed.   
 

 
 

Figure 1: Waterlow submissi (unique item). 
 
The question of the future of the Canal Zone  
supply was already on Panama’s mind.   
 
The Government is taking the precautions 
not to order beforehand, the complete 
quantity for the Canal Zone, on account of 
the new Treaty with the United States, which 
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is under consideration at the present, and the 
postal agreement with the Canal Zone might 
be altered.  
 
Design: 

o Center – coat of Arms of the Republic 
o Above – Republica de Panama 
o Below – Denomination in number and 

letters 
o One color each denomination 
o Size – tame as the postage stamps of 

Great Britain 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
June 14, 1923 
ABNCo provided Ehrman a quote to share 
with Panama totaling $15,948.  ABNCo 
expressed a strong desire to keep the 
Panama business 
 
We wish to impress you strongly with the 
thought that Waterlow & Sons must not be 
allowed to carry away this order, even if we  
have to make a sacrifice.  In fact, we will go 
further and say that, after every effort has  
 
 

been made to protect our prices in 
competition with Waterlow & Sons, we would 
in extreme necessity, be willing to take the 
order on even terms with them.  We give you 
this confidential information as the very last 
string to your bow, but hope that you will 
display all your skill to avoid using it.  
 
Pricing quotes and quantity: 
o Engraving for 10 denominations at 

$95.00 each 
o Stamps (6,800,000) at $1.25 per 1000 

stamps 
o Booklets 240,000 stamps (1c and 2c) in 

books of 24 stamps at $2.75 per 1000 
stamps 

o Booklets 360,000 stamps (2c) in books 
of 12 stamps at $2.35 per 1000 stamps 

o Additional charge for surcharge “Canal 
Zone” in sheets or booklets at $0.10 
per 1000 stamps 

o Lithographed envelopes 500,000 (1c 
and 2c) at $6.00 per 1000 envelopes 

o Additional charge for surcharge “Canal 
Zone” at $0.80 per 1000 envelopes 

o Lithographed postal card 250,000 (1c) 
at $4.20 per 1000 cards 

o Additional charge for surcharge “Canal 
Zone” at $0.80 per 1000 cards 
 

August 1, 1923 
Ehrman reported the design submitted was 
not accepted.  The word “CORREOS” is 
missing, and a different design is required 
(figure 2).  The Waterlow concern continues 
to develop. 
 
The firm of Waterlow has sent in their models 
and prices.  Apparently, the models of 
stamps and envelopes are satisfactory and 
according to a rumour, their price is about 
$5000 less than yours on the complete order. 
I am trying to get the official figure.  
 

 

 Panama 
Request 

Canal 
Zone 
Request 

1/2c 100,00 - 
1c 1,000,000 1,000,000 
2c 1,000,000 2,000,000 
5c 500,000 500,000 
10c 175,000 75,000 
12c 50,000 50,000 
15c 75,000 25,000 
24c 90,000 10,000 
50c 95,000 5,000 
1 Balboa 45,000 5,000 
1c envelope - 250,000 
2c envelope 250,00 250,000 
1c postal card - 250,000 
1c booklets of 24 stamps - 5,000 
2c booklets of 12 stamps  30,000 
2c booklets of 24 stamps  5,000 
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Figure 2: Unaccepted first model by ABNCo 
(unique item). 

 
 
 
August 31, 1923 
In a letter to Ehrman, ABNCo confirmed a 
cable sent August 30th to reduce the price 
10%.  They stated this was break even after 
printing costs and Ehrman’s 5% commission. 
 
We confess we are at a loss to understand 
how Waterlow’s prices can possibly be so 
much under ours on an order this size and 
feel that the leaning toward them in the last 
year or so must be due to a commission 
being paid some of the officials down there.  
 
September 11, 1923 
Ehrman cabled the details of the Waterlow 
bid that totaled $12,023 with a delivery date 
of November 15, 1923 for the Canal Zone 2-
cent stamps and post cards.  
 
September 13, 1923 
ABNCo sent a cable reply to Ehrman 
If absolutely necessary, you may meet 
Waterlow Sons & Co. price but we feel you 
will be able to do better in view of superior 
quality work and quicker deliveries. 
 
ABNCo went on to offer a partial shipment 
November 6th if the order was placed 

immediately. Figure 3 from the archives 
offers a comparison of the bids.  
 

 
 

Figure 3: Handwritten comparison of ABNCo 
cost, ABNCo bid and Waterlow bid.. 

 
September 14, 1923  
The bid was awarded to ABNCo with the bid 
match to Waterlow, but to ABNCo’s further 
disappointment, Panama ordered less than 
half of the original order.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Panama 
Quoted 
Order 

Panama 
First 
Partial 
Order 

Canal 
Zone 
Quoted 
Order 

Canal 
Zone 
First 
Partial 
Order 

1/2c 100,000 50,000 - - 
1c 1,000,000 250,000 1,000,000 500,000 
2c 1,000,000 500,000 2,000,000 1,000,000 
5c 500,000 250,000 500,000 250,000 
10c 175,000 75,000 75,000 75,000 
12c 50,000 10,000 50,000 50,000 
15c 75,000 10,000 25,000 25,000 
24c 90,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 
50c 95,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 
1 Balboa 45,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 
1c 
envelope 

- - 250,000 150,000 

2c 
envelope 

250,00 100,00 250,000 250,000 

1c postal 
card 

- - 250,000 150,000 

1c and 2c 
booklets 

- - 40,000 40,000 
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September 21, 1923 
Ehrman reported Panama needed a quote 
for the partial order as soon as possible.  The 
budget did not currently allow for a full order.  
While the bid was accepted, the model for 
the stamp was not (figure 4).  Panama 
preferred the models from Waterlow and 
sent the 24-cent and 50-cent Waterlow 
models to ABNCo asking that they use them 
to design something comparable.  They 
approved the quote without seeing an 
updated model and asked production to be 
rushed.  Panama requested the Waterlow 
models be returned since they belonged to 
Waterlow.  The return was documented on 
November 27, 1923 (Figure 5).  It is unknown 
to the author if these Waterlow 24-cent and 
50-cent models now exist.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
October 8, 1923 
The models were supplied to H.R. Treadwell, 
Manager Engraving Department, with a 
request to provide a new model as near as 
possible short of copying the Waterlow print.  
 
October 11, 1923 
ABNCo Foreign Office order F-7427 was 
assigned to the steel dies, Panama, and 
Canal Zone sheets and postal stationary.  
The stamp plate would be 200 stamps as two 
panes of 100.  Stamps to be issued in single 
color with a different color for each value.  
Order listed 5-cent as Blue-9, 15-cent as 
Blue-87 and 1 Balboa as Blue-7.  The 
change to black for the 1 Balboa was not 
documented in the ABNCo archives.  Order 
7428 was assigned to the Canal Zone 
overprint booklets.  A model was created for 
the 50-cent (figure 6-7).  
 

 
 
Figure 6: Pencil drawing on tracing paper from 

ABNCo (unique item). 
 

Figure 4:  Unaccepted second model by 
ABNCo (unique item). 

 

Figure 5:  Envelope from Waterlow models.  
Appears to have been returned to Ehrman 

November 27, 1923. 
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Figure 7: Hand painted frame in blue with black 

vintage (unique item). 
 
The ABNCo maintained records of all the 
models (figure 8) and dies (figure 9) 
produced.  
 

 
 

Figure 8: Photographic record of 3 models 
produced for the Arms issue (unique item). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

With the urgent need for the 2-cent stamp in 
the Canal Zone, the 2-cent die was created 
first (figure 10).  It was used as the model for 
the remaining dies.   
 

 
 

Figure 10: Cropped large sunken die proof C-
1477. 

 
By October 17, proofs (figure 11) and specimen (figure 
12) had been printed.   
 

 
 

Figure 11: Proof on card stock with gutter 
between two panes. 

 

 
 

Figure 12: Specimen top margin block from 
ABNCo archives.  Dated October 17, 1923,  

. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9: Dies with original 
pre-1924 C- die numbers 

replaced with new 1924 five 
digit die numbers  (unique 

item). 
 
 


